SUMMARY. The development of course content and assignments focused on basic horticultural knowledge and theory (hard skills) in an online setting is relatively straightforward and uncomplicated. However, it is slightly more challenging to improve a student's soft skills like communication, problem solving, critical observation, and professionalism in an asynchronous online classroom environment. To address this challenge, we developed assignments, such as the challenge question, that focused on having students solve situational horticulture problems. In another assignment, we gave students data from an experiment and asked them to summarize and interpret the data. The recent addition of an online scholars ignite assignment (3-minute thesis competition) has turned each student into the teacher for a brief moment and makes the student an active learner and active listener. The addition of etiquette rules to the syllabus, weekly online tasks, and reminders help to develop professionalism and time management skills in addition to organization skills. It is impossible to cover all soft skills in any class but by offering various assignments and assessments, many soft skills are potentially improved.
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A ccording to recent studies, all higher education will have an online educational experience in some form during their academic career (Sener, 2012 ). An online course is defined as one in which 80% of the course content is delivered online while a blended course blends online (30% to 79%) with face-to-face delivery (Allen et al., 2016) . In Fall 2014, of the 5.8 million distance education students, 2.58 million were taking all of their courses at distance, while 2.97 million were taking some, but not all courses at a distance (Allen et al., 2016) . Most students will take at least one online course per year with online courses comprising 20% of a student's total credit hours (Sener, 2012) . A survey among 2800 college and university administrators reported that online course offerings are critical to a majority (63%) of institutions' long-term strategies (Allen et al., 2016) . In this same survey, 71% of academic leaders felt online education was similar or superior to traditional face-to-face instruction. Continuing to develop successful online courses for this growing market is a challenge.
Higher education has focused on student memorization of core content and the recall of facts, but the value of education is in knowing how to use the content and the relationship among the facts (Sener, 2012) . Furthermore, the mastery of core concepts and memorization of facts is not enough to succeed in the workforce (Andrews and Higson, 2008; Robles, 2012) . Several sources define technical skills and knowledge as hard skills, whereas interpersonal skills, character traits, attitudes, behaviors, and people skills are soft skills. The list of some soft skills that employers are looking for include communication (writing and public speaking), listening, time management, collaboration and team work, leadership, etiquette, and problem solving (Andrews and Higson, 2008; Crosbie, 2005; Heckman and Kautz, 2012; Robles, 2012) . Industry employment need surveys have identified a demand and preference for graduates possessing well-developed soft skills (Crawford et al., 2011; Hart Research Associates, 2015; Ricker, 2014) . The challenge is to add exercises and activities to current classes that develop both hard and soft skills. Teaching methods focusing on the development of soft skills should be inclusive of technical knowledge and skills to maximize instructional effectiveness and perceived value of learning objectives (Hattie et al., 1996) .
Soft skill exercises
All higher education courses from online to face-to-face should work to develop soft skills like listening, writing, time management, and etiquette. In all classes, students use their listening skills to learn core content and skills by listening to instructor lectures, instructions, or when watching recorded lectures or videos. Furthermore, several courses incorporate writing exercises, such as laboratory reports, summaries, essay questions, and/or discussion posts. In addition, weekly tasks and assignments contribute to improving student time management. Finally, some instructors have a set of ground rules for acceptable course participation and courtesy and respect of other students in their course syllabus leading to improved professionalism. For example, in the University of Florida, Nutritional Management of Nursery Crops course, there are two professionalism statements. The first is a statement about being a productive member of a learning community (Bali, 2016) , and the second is a definition of netiquette (network or internet etiquette) along with rules adapted from the Rules of Netiquette (Ross, 1990) .
In all classes, content delivered in the classroom (live or online) helps students to learn the theory and skills needed for the hands-on application of these skills (Sener, 2012) . According to Crosbie (2005) , the best learning is first person and is experiential with a mechanism for real-life application of skills. In face-to-face and blended classrooms, we can accomplish this without too much difficulty, but it becomes slightly more challenging in an online course and requires careful selection of different types of assignments.
Examples of activities for online courses Ko and Rossen (2004) outline and describe several activities for improving student engagement as well as improving student soft skills in their book ''Teaching Online: A Practical Guide.'' They suggested the use of scenarios and case studies to stimulate analysis and problem-based learning with a specific challenge (Ko and Rossen, 2004) . In the University of Florida course Nutritional Management of Nursery Crops, we use challenge questions such as ''what is wrong with my plant?'' We provide students with a description of the situation and symptoms as well as any data they need to help solve the problem such as soil and/or water analysis. These are real problems observed in different situations. Their challenge is to figure out what is wrong with the plant and recommend solutions to the problem. We ask them to search the literature and then clearly state and support the problem and their solution. When using the challenge question, several soft skills are addressed such as the comprehension of a problem, application of knowledge, analysis of data, synthesis of information, and evaluation and dissemination of results as seen in the grading rubric (Table 1) .
Problem-based learning and experience-based practicums help students develop problem solving skills and application of course content to different situations (Ko and Rossen, 2004) . Ko and Rossen (2004) describe developing laboratory kits to send to students to complete simple experiments or to video conference class demonstrations for students to observe experiments. However, Ko and Rossen (2004) stress that before class starts, instructors need to plan and arrange these activities. For example, in the Introductory Nursery Management course at the University of Florida, we decided to conduct a series of experiments before offering the course. In one experiment, we grew impatiens (Impatiens ·wallerana) in containers fertilized with five rates [0, 1/2, 1, 2, or 3 teaspoons (one teaspoon = 4.9289 mL)] of 18N-3.9P-10K controlled-released fertilizer (Osmocote 18-9-12; Scotts, Marysville, OH) applied as a top-dress and took photos and videos of the experiment in addition to collecting growth data. Students were presented the experimental objective, data, photos, and videos. They used this information to write up the results and make conclusions and decisions based on the data presented. Depending on the semester and course, the challenge question and recorded laboratory activities could be offered as a group project to encourage teamwork and collaboration. Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2005) state that interaction is central to the education experience and meeting the learning outcomes. They report that interaction with the instructor and other students improves student satisfaction. Moreover, peer-to-peer learning activities tend to contribute to a feeling of community and connectedness (Ouzts, 2006; Rovai, 2001) . To increase student engagement and collaboration, we developed a scholars ignite assignment in our online classes. We borrowed this idea from the American Society for Horticultural Science graduate scholars ignite competition (Mahdavian, 2017) . Each student picks a topic related to the course content but not covered in depth in the course. For example, we might have a lecture on selecting growing substrates and mention pH and EC. A student might then decide to develop their presentation on different types of pH meters or the importance of monitoring substrate pH. They would create a slide (one slide) and record a 3-min presentation. We put the students into groups and ask the students in each group to peer-grade the presentations making the students active learners and listeners. Table 1 . Sample challenge question grading rubric used in online environmental horticulture courses taught at the University of Florida. Next to each criterion is a list of grading criteria for maximum points on the assignment followed by a list of some soft skills assessed.
Criterion
Grading criterion Soft skills assessed 
WORKSHOP
The use of group activities where the roles within the group rotate is one effective way to improve cooperation (Ko and Rossen, 2004 ). More knowledge is created when students are able to ask each other questions (Ko and Rossen, 2004) . Furthermore, the use of peer editing strengthens critical review skills. When we surveyed our students about their perceptions of the scholars ignite assignment, 93% of students felt that the assignment improved their interaction with their classmates. They also liked the ability to choose their topic (93%) and the how-to videos on making recordings, posting recordings, and general information about the assignment (80%). Only 21% of the students liked the peer grading. Over 95% of the students surveyed about the scholars ignite assignment liked the grading rubric. We were able to objectively assess student comprehension of course topics in addition to some soft skills such as writing, listening, presentation, problem solving, and critical observation (Table 2) .
Conclusion
The purpose of any educational experience is to structure the experience to achieve the defined learning outcome including the improvement of hard and soft skills (Garrison and Cleveland-Innes, 2005) . Whether online or face-to-face, by choosing a variety of assignments, instructors can assess both hard and soft skills in horticulture classes. The key to success is to have planned activities that answer specific learning outcomes and clearly defined student expectations and grading criteria.
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